Illinois Government Research no. 47 1978: Illinois Municipalities: Where have all the voters gone? by Walter, Oliver & Karnig, Albert
>- /' n /vsr. oar.
FVGPA ILLINOIS GOVERNMENT RESEARCHUNIVERSITY OF ILLINOISINSTITUTE OF GOVERNMENT AND PUBLIC AFFAIRS
NOVEMBER 1978 47
ILLINOIS MUNICIPALITIES: WHERE HAVE ALL THE VOTERS GONE?
Oliver Walter and Albert Karnig
Politicians often lament the declining importance of
local government in the United States. They point to
an ever-growing, more inclusive federal government
as evidence of the passing of government at the grass-
roots level. But judging by statistics from the last
twenty years, Illinois municipalities, at least, can
hardly be considered dead or even slightly ill.
Thanks to the home rule provisions of the new consti-
tution and to increased revenue from sources such
as the state income tax and the federal revenue-
sharing programs, city governments are more active
than ever before. Since 1957, municipal expendi-
tures per capita have increased nearly 300 percent,
the number of city employees has increased approxi-
mately 40 percent, and municipal taxes have increased
from about $40 per capita to nearly $139 per capita.
Despite the fact that Illinois municipalities are
both taxing and spending at previously unsurpassed
rates, there is evidence to suggest that the voters. ?*£ ,/On
living in these cities are not particularly concerned*^ ^age
Data for all three decades were collected either by
or for the editors of the Municipal Year Book, and
descriptions of the national studies can be found in
this annual publication.
1 Table 1 lists the turnout
averages for all reporting cities. In 1975, fifty-five
of the fifty-eight cities in Illinois over 25,000 returned
questionnaires on municipal voting rates and twenty-
eight of the forty-one in 1961 did so. The Year Book
included cities with populations over 10,000 in 1930;
these cities were included for the 1935 figures if
they had reached 25,000 by 1970. 2 Two averages
are given. The first is the percent of those eighteen
and over (twenty-one and over for the two earlier
periods) who voted in city elections for mayor, council,
£«and/or commissioners. The second average is the
/^pejsg.entafie of those registered to vote who in fact
?g djcbvotjjf In the remainder of the paper we will be
rererrir^J to the former percentage.
f the problems of comparing these initial aver-
contemporary figures is that they have been
about which specific politicians direct their loca'J^ Q^jconffiiuted using different bases. As stated, the 1975
governments. Using Illinois cities with populatio
greater than 25,000 in the 1970 census as a base,
we found that the average voter turnout in the 1975
municipal elections was only 27 percent of those
eighteen years and older. Furthermore, judging by
data from 1935 and 1961, there has been a rather
precipitous decline in electoral participation. Table
1 presents the statistics for the three decades.
Table 1
VOTER TURNOUT IN ILLINOIS MUNICIPALITIES
OVER 25,000 IN POPULATION IN 1935, 1961, and 1975
1935 1961 1975
Percent turnout of those of voting age
Illinois and the Nation
The decline in voter turnout has been dramatic.
In the mid-1930 election, turnout was nearly 60
percent. Less than thirty years later, turnout had fallen
16 percentage points, and forty years later, the per-
centage of those going to the polls was less than
half of what it had been in the 1930s. Another inter-
esting aspect of the decline can be found in a com-
parison of the Illinois figures to national municipal
averages. Illinois averages were substantially
higher than the national in 1935 (Table 2), and con-
tinued to be higher than the national average in 1961 ;
but by 1 975 the Illinois figures were three percentage
points below the national average. Of course, a partial
explanation for the low national average was the
turnout in the South. Prior to the voting rights legis-
lation of the mid-1960s, both formal legislation and
informal social practices served to hold down regis-
tration. For instance, in Birmingham, Alabama, only
24 percent of those over twenty-one were registered
to vote in 1935. However, when the southern states
are excluded from the computations, Illinois municipal
voting participation is still 10 percentage points
higher than the average in the first time period and
remains slightly higher in the second. By 1975,
Illinois was 5 percentage points below the non-
southern average.
Because Chicago is by far the largest city in the
state, turnout averages are presented separately
in Table 2. Just as with the remainder of the state,
municipal voter participation has declined in Chicago,
and although the figures are not presented separately,
turnout for the 1 975 mayoral election was at its lowest
point in fifty years.
The fall in urban voting participation has gone on
despite factors which would seemingly lead to greater
participation. Voting studies have consistently shown
that participation is quite highly related to education.
For instance, in the 1976 national presidential elec-
tion, 90 percent of those with a college education
said they voted, while 60 percent of those with less
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shown that television has replaced newspapers as
the basic source of information about politics. For
instance, in the University of Michigan's biennial
national survey, two-thirds of the 1976 sample said
they relied most on television for news about politics
and current events. Less than one-fifth said they relied
most on newspapers.
The impact of television has been twofold. First,
although both newspapers and television provide
entertainment for their readers and viewers, entertain-
ment nearly excludes all else on television. Even
national news shows are seldom if ever in prime time,
and on local news shows, municipal politics only
infrequently receives the attention given to the weather
or the tribulations of some child's pet. Exacerbating
the problems is that television is very frequently not
specific to the community. For instance, the amount
of coverage given by the Chicago stations to politi-
cal matters in Harvey or Oak Park is miniscule. This
means that most individuals rely for political infor-
mation on a medium which is nearly devoid of infor-
mation concerning the operation of local government.
Second, television has had a nationalizing influence.
Of course, both newspapers and television give pri-
mary play to happenings at the national level, but
whereas newspapers may carry stories of local poli-
tics on the second and third page, television news
seldom goes beyond the first page. Politically rele-
vant news on national television, then, tends to be of
a national variety.
Interestingly, television, while helping to nationalize
the political focus of the American people, certainly
contributed to the increased cynicism and alienation
shown in the public opinion polls cited earlier. The
Vietnam War and Watergate scandal were vividly
presented on national television and doubtless had
a strong impact on political thinking.
EXTENSION OF VOTING RIGHTS
Finally, it should be noted that the ratification of the
24th and 26th amendments to the United States
Constitution and the passage of the 1965 and 1975
Voting Rights Acts had the effect of increasing the
number of persons eligible to vote. Although the
greatest impact of these measures was in the South
(i.e., the anti-poll tax amendment, the abolition
of the literacy test, and provisions of the Voting Rights
Acts calling for federal registrars), the adoption of
the 26th amendment which enfranchised those from
eighteen to twenty years of age had an impact on
Illinois. Young adults are not as apt to register to
vote and, once registered, they are not as likely to
actually go to the polls on election day. The reasons
underlying the poor turnout among the young —
failure to meet registration deadlines, weak political
party identification, and so forth — need not concern
us here. But it is worthy of mention that enlarging the
electorate to eighteen-year-olds has had an unfavor-
able influence on the percent of eligible citizens who
vote in elections. For instance, data from the Univer-
sity of Michigan's national election survey show that
the turnout rate for those over twenty-one was almost
40 percentage points higher than for those under
twenty-one. The young may be the most idealistic
about and committed to various issues of public
policy. Regrettably, they are also the least prone
to cast ballots in public elections.
Though the eighteen-year-old vote may have been
one of the reasons for a general decline in voter
turnout, it should not be overemphasized. The
eighteen- through twenty-year-old group is a small
minority of the total electorate, and even if they had
not been eligible to vote in 1976, voting turnout would
only have increased by about 1 percent.
Conclusions
In sum, we suggest that the decline in voter partici-
pation has come in two waves. Between 1930 and
1950 there was a significant shift away from a
perceived dependence on the federal government. In
part, this was due to changes in relative spending
patterns at the two levels of government. At the same
time, developments in the mass media shifted the
American citizen's interest away from the local news
in his local newspaper to national events on nation-
wide television. The second wave in declining voter
participation came in the 1960s with the national
increase in political apathy and distrust, much of
it due, no doubt, to Vietnam and Watergate. Further
changes in national law brought into the potential
electorate persons who were not likely to vote. If
we are correct, the reason that only one in three po-
tential voters cares to participate has little to do with
the performance of urban governments. Forces
beyond municipal government changed the political
environment and made the decline inevitable.
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PERCENT OF ILLINOIS VOTER TURNOUT

































Specific dates for presidential elections were 1936, 1960, 1970; for con-
gressional elections, 1934, 1962, 1974; for municipal elections. 1935. 1961.
1975.
Table 5
RESPONSES TO QUESTIONS CONCERNING
CONFIDENCE IN GOVERNMENT*
Percentage
remain even when other characteristics such as region
and socioeconomic status are controlled. In the 1975
survey, the national average turnout for nonpartisan
cities was 29 percent and for the partisan cities 37
percent. The manager cities had an average of 26
percent, the commission cities 33 percent, and the
mayoral cities 39 percent. The commonly accepted
explanation for these differences is that reform
characteristics (nonpartisan elections and the
manager form of government) tend to reduce political
competition by at least making it more difficult for
political parties to compete and by reducing the
sphere of politics through the introduction of a profes-
sional manager. Regardless of the explanation's
substance, voting turnout does vary with the char-
acteristics.
In Illinois a substantial number of cities have
adopted reform characteristics since the 1930s.
Sixty-five percent had the mayoral form in 1935, while
today less than 40 percent use this method of city
government. There has also been a 1 6 percent decline
in the number of commission cities. In 1935 only
one of the municipalities studied here had a city
manager. Today, fourteen of the thirty-one for which
we have comparable data have adopted the manager
plan. The number of cities with partisan elections
has also decreased from 39 to 19 percent.
If structural changes have led to a diminution of
voter turnout, we would expect to find that the re-
lationships between structure and turnout discussed
above were valid in the 1930s, and, moreover, ought
to be present in the current decade. Table 3 shows
that the presence or absence of national party des-
ignations on the municipal ballot was not and is not
related to voter turnout in Illinois. Of course, polit-
ical parties can be active in nonpartisan cities and
inactive in partisan. Unfortunately, we have no way
of determining the extent of party activity during the
1930s, and therefore all we can conclude is that
formal designation is of no discernible import as
Table 3
VOTING TURNOUT BY GOVERNMENTAL
AND ELECTORAL CHARACTERISTICS, 1935-75
No.
